
(19) 



Europai serves Pateriraffir 
European Patent Office 
Office europeen des brevets 



(12) 



(n) EP 0 874 486 A2 

EUROPEAN PATENT APPLICATION 



(43) 


Date of publication: 


(51) 


Intel .6; H04H 1/02, G06F 17/30, 




28.10.1998 Bulletin 1998/44 


H04N 7/088 


(21) 


Application number: 98300475.5 






(22) 


Date of filing: 23.01.1998 






(84) 


Designated Contracting States: 


• 


Kato, Fumiyuki 




AT BE CH DE DK ES Fl FR GB GR IE IT LI LU MC 




Yokohama 226 (JP) 




NL PT SE 


• 


Tanaka, Nobuaki 




Desianated Extension Statp^' 




Kawasaki 214 (JP) 




AL LT LV MK RO SI 


• 


Soma, Kenji 








Tokyo 157 (JP) 


(30) 


Priority; 09.03.1997 JP 72738/97 


• 


Shikatani, Yukio 








Yokohama 236 (JP) 


(71) 


Applicant: MATSUSHITA ELECTRIC INDUSTRIAL 


• 


Kushiki, Yoshiaki 




CO., LTD. 




Katano-shi, Osaka 576 (JP) 




Kadoma-shi, Osaka-fu, 571 (JP) 










(74) Representative: Senior, Alan Murray 


(72) 


Inventors: 




J.A. KEMP & CO., 


• 


Tomioka, Yutaka 




14 South Square, 




Yokohama 234 (JP) 




Gray's Inn 








London WC1R5LX (GB) 



(54) Information providing method which enables data communication costs to be reduced, and 
information providing system for implementing the method 



(57) An information method and system whereby in- 
formation, from a set of original information which is up- 
dated at regular or irregular intervals, is provided from 
an information provider apparatus (1) to each informa- 
tion receiving apparatus (2) of respective users via a da- 
ta transmission path (18) which can be selected in ac- 
cordance with the type of data to be transferred, stated 
preferences of the user with regard to providing of data, 
current operating status of a data communication net- 
work, etc. A set of framework data are selected as data 
which are rarely updated, by monitoring original infor- 



mation that is to be provided, over a suitably long period, 
and are stored at the information providing apparatus 
and each information receiving apparatus. Thereafter 
until a new set of framework data are selected, any dif- 
ferences between newly updated original information 
and the framework data are obtained as variation data, 
and transmitted to be stored at each information receiv- 
ing apparatus, which can reconstitute desired data on 
request from a user by combining appropriate parts of 
the locally stored framework and variation data, thereby 
minimizing the amounts of data which must be transmit- 
ted to the information receiving apparatuses. 
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Description 

The present invention relates to an information pro- 
viding method and to an information providing system 
for applying the method, and in particular to a method 
and apparatus for providing, to a plurality of users, in- 
formation consisting both of data which are altered only 
infrequently and data which are updated frequently, 
such as television broadcast program schedules. 

In recent years, various types of information provid- 
ing system have been developed whereby an informa- 
tion providing apparatus (i.e., server), dispatches vari- 
ous types of information to the information receiving ap- 
paratuses of respective users (i.e., clients) via respec- 
tive data transmission paths. The transmission paths 
may for example be implemented in the Internet, or in 
an intranet of a large corporation, or data may be sent 
to the clients as broadcast television signals, in the form 
of character data which are transmitted in the vertical 
blanking intervals of a broadcast television signal (e.g., 
the VBI method). In general, the information providing 
function is performed on an interactive basis, whereby 
a user can transmit a request to the information provid- 
ing apparatus for some specific desired information. The 
types of information which are transmitted by such an 
information providing system can consist for example of 
program schedule information for multi-channel televi- 
sion broadcasts, catalog information concerning articles 
for sale, etc. In the case of television broadcast sched- 
ules, a user might for example transmit to the informa- 
tion providing apparatus a request for a complete pro- 
gram schedule for one or more television channels, re- 
lating to one or more specified days, or for detailed in- 
formation concerning one specific broadcast of a pro- 
gram. 

With a prior art type of information providing appa- 
ratus, the information providing apparatus responds to 
such a request sent by a user from a terminal by, for 
example, converting all of the the requested information 
into HTML format data, then dispatching all of the result- 
ant data to the terminal via an Internet communication 
path, or by broadcast radio waves which are transmitted 
to the user's television receiver through a technique 
such as VBI. 

In practice, the information which is provided by 
such an information providing system will basically con- 
tain information which changes very infrequently (or is 
never changed), and information which will often be 
changed. In the case of a television broadcast schedule 
for example, a certain program might be broadcast at 
the same time of day on a specific weekday of each 
week throughout the year, while some or all of the at- 
tributes (program name, performers, etc.) might also re- 
main unchanged over the same period. However with a 
prior art type of information providing apparatus, irre- 
spective of whether a user has previously received such 
information, that same information may be sent to that 
user many times. In the case of such information being 



dispatched via a transmission path which uses a data 
communication facility such as the Internet, such repet- 
itive transmission of the same information to a user rep- 
resents a significant waste of communication time, and 

s a corresponding unnecessary increase in communica- 
tion costs. Also, if the information is transmitted as 
HTML format data, then since this results in additional 
data being sent in order to achieve such formatting (i. 
e., in addition to the data expressing the actual informa- 

10 tion that is to be conveyed to a user), the communication 
cost is further increased. This has been an obstacle to 
the widespread adoption of such types of information 
providing system for general household use. 

It is an aim of the present invention to overcome or 

15 at least partially alleviate the problems of the prior art 
set out hereinabove, by providing an information provid- 
ing method and an information providing system for im- 
plementing the method, whereby the communication 
costs and complexity of processing which are associat- 

20 ed with the dispatching of information to users can be 
reduced, and whereby information can be supplied to 
users with communication costs which are matched to 
the services provide. 

An information providing method and information 

2S providing system according to the present invention 
have the following basic features. An information pro- 
viding apparatus processes original information which 
serves as a data base, and which is updated at regular 
or irregular intervals, to separate the original information 

30 into first data which are substantially fixed, i.e., which 
are known to change only relatively infrequently or 
which undergo only relatively small amounts of variation 
when changes occur due to updating, and second data 
consisting of data which are known to change relatively 

35 frequently or which undergo relatively large amounts of 
variation when changes occur due to updating. When 
the first data and second data have first been respec- 
tively generated, the information providing apparatus 
stores these as respectively separate data categories, 

40 and transmits them to each information receiving appa- 
ratus of respective users to be stored therein. Thereafter 
(until an updated set of the first data is again generated) 
the information providing apparatus updates the con- 
tents ol the second data which are stored at the infor- 

45 mation providing apparatus, each time that a new set of 
original information is acquired. Specifically, the infor- 
mation providing apparatus compares any newly ac- 
quired original information with the stored first data, lo 
thereby obtain (as updated second data) any data which 

50 are contained in the new original information but not in 
the stored first data. The updated second data are then 
stored at the information providing apparatus. All of such 
updated second data (or parts of the updated second 
data which are found to be necessary at the time of a 

55 input of a request for data by a user) are also transmitted 
to the information receiving apparatuses of users. 

It can thus be understood that the first data and sec- 
ond data are transmitted to each user with respectively 



2 



BNSDCCID: <EP 0874486A2 1 > 



3 



EP 0 874 486 A2 



4 



different intervals between the transmissions of the first 
data and transmissions of the second data. Specifically, 
after initially transmitting the first data to a user, the pe- 
riod between subsequent transmissions of updated first 
data to the user will be substantially long (or only a sin- 
gle, initial transmission of the first data will be executed). 
Transmissions of updated second data to the informa- 
tion receiving apparatus of a user however will occur at 
relatively short intervals, for example each time that up- 
dated original information is acquired by the information 
providing apparatus. 

Each information receiving apparatus is configured 
to be capable of receiving the first data and second data 
from the information providing apparatus, to store the 
received first data and second data as respectively sep- 
arate data categories, and to perform reconstitution 
processing of the stored first data and second data to 
recover desired parts of the original information, when 
requested by a user. 

The system is preferably configured such that 
records are maintained by the information providing ap- 
paratus of data (in particular, updated second data) 
which have already been transmitted to each informa- 
tion receiving apparatus, and such that, whenever up- 
dated original information are acquired by the informa- 
tion providing apparatus and the second data stored at 
the information providing apparatus are updated ac- 
cordingly, the second data held at each information re- 
ceiving apparatus are left unchanged until a request for 
data output is supplied to an information receiving ap- 
paratus. At that time, the request contents are sent to 
the information providing apparatus, which then judges 
whether it is necessary to send updated second data to 
that information receiving apparatus in order to correctly 
service the request. If so, the updated second data are 
transmitted, and stored at that information receiving ap- 
paratus, and the desired information is then reconstitut- 
ed and output to the user. 

Alternatively, the system can be configured such 
that whenever updated original information are acquired 
by the information providing apparatus, and the second 
data stored at the information providing apparatus are 
updated accordingly, the updating data are also trans- 
mitted at that time to each information receiving appa- 
ratus, to update the second data which are stored there- 
in. 

In general, the original information will consist of a 
set of data items, each consisting of an identifier and 
information concerning one or more attributes. If the 
original information is from a sales brochure for exam- 
ple, then each data item could define an article which is 
for sale, i.e., could consist of a code number and article 
name as identification information, together with infor- 
mation concerning attributes such as the color, weight, 
price, etc. 

More specifically, the present invention discloses 
an information providing method for use with an infor- 
mation providing system having an information provid- 



ing apparatus, at least one information receiving appa- 
ratus, and means for transferring data between the in- 
formation providing apparatus and information receiving 
apparatus, with the method comprising: 

at the information providing apparatus, separating 
original information which is to be provided into first 
data and second data, storing the first data and sec- 
ond data respectively separately, and subsequently 
reading out and transmitting the first data and sec- 
ond data to the information receiving apparatus, 
with respectively different values of time interval be- 
tween successive transmissions of the first data 
and successive transmissions of the second data, 
and 

at the information receiving apparatus, receiving 
the transmitted first data and second data and stor- 
ing the received first data and second data respec- 
tively separately, and subsequently responding to a 
request for output of a part of the original informa- 
tion by reading out and combining respectively 
parts of the stored first data and second data, to re- 
constitute the part of the original information; 
wherein the first data are obtained from the original 
information as a part of the original information 
which satisfies a selection condition that an interval 
between successive updating occurrences is long- 
er than a predetermined duration, or that an amount 
of change as a result of updating is no greater than 
a predetermined amount, and the second data are 
obtained from the original information as a part of 
the original information which does not satisfy the 
aforementioned selection condition. 

According to another basic aspect, the invention 
discloses an information providing system comprising 
an information providing apparatus, at least one infor- 
mation receiving apparatus, and data transfer means for 
use in transmitting data between the information provid- 
ing apparatus and information receiving apparatus. The 
information providing apparatus includes original infor- 
mation storage means for receiving and storing original 
information which is supplied from an external source 
and is periodically updated, data editing means for op- 
erating on the stored original information to separate the 
original information into first data and second data, data 
storage means for storing the first data and second data, 
and data transmitting means for transmitting data to the 
information receiving apparatus via the data transfer 
means. The first data are obtained from the original in- 
formation as a part of the original information which sat- 
isfy a selection condition that an interval between suc- 
cessive updating occurrences is longer than a predeter- 
mined duration, or that an amount of change as a result 
of updating is no greater than a predetermined amount, 
and the second data are obtained from the original in- 
formation as a part of the original information which does 
not satisfy the selection condition. 
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In addtion, an information receiving apparatus of 
such a system includes receiving means for receiving 
the first data and second data transmitted from the in- 
formation providing apparatus, storage means for stor- 
ing the received first data and second data, and data 
reconstitution means for responding to an externally 
supplied request for output of a currently valid part of 
the original information by reading out and combining 
selected parts of the stored first data and second data, 
to thereby reconstitute the part of the original informa- 
tion. 

The data transfer means may be selected as one 
or a combination of a plurality of data transfer means 
which include a data communication path via a commu- 
nication network based on dedicated communication 
lines or public telephone lines, a data communication 
path established via a terrestrial or satellite radio broad- 
casting system, physical transport of data stored on op- 
tical recording discs, and physical transport of data 
stored on magnetic recording discs, etc. 

The invention is not limited to the use of only two 
categories of data, as the first data and second data. 
Specifically, the second data may be obtained from the 
original information as a plurality of levels of second da- 
ta, the levels having successively smaller values of the 
interval between successive updating occurrences, or 
successively greater amounts of change as a result of 
updating. 

According to another aspect, such an information 
receiving apparatus may further comprise means for in- 
putting apparatus attribute information relating to the in- 
formation receiving apparatus, and means for transmit- 
ting the apparatus attribute information via the data 
transfer means to the information providing apparatus, 
with the information providing apparatus further com- 
prising means for storing the apparatus attribute infor- 
mation which is transmitted from the information receiv- 
ing apparatus, and for modifying the selection of data to 
be read out from the data storage means of the infor- 
mation providing apparatus and transmitted to the infor- 
mation receiving apparatus, in accordance with the ap- 
paratus attribute information. 

The attribute information specifies one or more ap- 
paratus attributes, such as the data storage capacity, 
image display resolution capability, data processing per- 
formance, and types of secondary data storage media 
which can be connected for use with the information re- 
ceiving apparatus. 

In addition, the information receiving apparatus 
may further comprise means for inputting user attribute 
information relating to at least one user of the informa- 
tion receiving apparatus, and means for transmitting the 
user attribute information via the data transfer means to 
the information providing apparatus, with the the infor- 
mation providing apparatus further compring means for 
storing the user attribute information which is transmit- 
ted from the information receiving apparatus, and for 
modifying the selection of data which are read out from 



the data storage means of the information providing ap- 
paratus and transmitted to the information receiving ap- 
paratus, in accordance with the user attribute informa- 
tion. 

s The user attributes may for example include the 

age, sex, interests, and area of residence of the user. 

Furthermore with such an information providing 
system, the data transfer means may comprise a plural- 
ity of respectively different data communication paths, 
10 with the information providing apparatus further com- 
prising storage means having stored therein attribute in- 
formation relating to the data communication paths, and 
means for selecting from the plurality of different data 
communication paths an appropriate one of the data 
15 communication paths to be used for transmitting data 
from the information providing apparatus to the informa- 
tion receiving apparatus, based upon whether the first 
data or the second data are to be transferred, upon the 
stored attribute information relating to the information 
20 receiving apparatus and/or the stored attribute informa- 
tion relating to the user, and upon the stored attribute 
information for the communication paths. 

With such an information providing system, the in- 
formation providing apparatus may itself periodically 
25 transmit updated data to the information receiving ap- 
paratus. For example, each time that an updated set of 
the original information is acquired by the information 
providing apparatus, the information providing appara- 
tus may compare that data with the stored first data, to 
30 thereby obtain the difference between the updated orig- 
inal information and stored first data as updated second 
data. The updated second data can then be used to up- 
date the second data which are held in the data storage 
means of the information providing apparatus, and also 
35 transmitted to the information receiving apparatus, to 
update the second data which are held in the data stor- 
age means of the information receiving apparatus. 

Alternatively, the information receiving apparatus 
may comprise means whereby, when a request is input 
40 by a user for output, i.e., display, of a currently valid part 
of the original information, that request is transmitted to 
the information providing apparatus via the data transfer 
means. In that case, the information providing appara- 
tus further comprising data dispatch record means for 
45 storing dispatch record data indicative of an updating 
status of the first data and second data which are cur- 
rently stored at the information receiving apparatus, in 
relation to the first data and second data which are cur- 
rently stored at the information providing apparatus. The 
50 information providing apparatus will also in that case in- 
clude means which functions, based on the contents of 
the transmitted request and of the dispatch record data, 
to judge whether it necessary to transmit updated data 
to the information receiving apparatus in order to enable 
55 the information receiving apparatus to correctly recon- 
stitute the required part of the original information, and 
will also include means whereby, when such updated 
data are judged to be necessary, the updated data are 
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read out from the data storage means of the information 
providing apparatus and transmitted to the information 
receiving apparatus via the data transfer means, to be 
stored in the data storage means of the information re- 
ceiving apparatus. The required part of the original in- 
formation can then be correctly reconstituted by the in- 
formation receiving apparatus, and supplied to the user. 

According to another aspect, with such an informa- 
tion providing system, the information receiving appara- 
tus further comprises means for inputting apparatus at- 
tribute information relating to the information receiving 
apparatus, and means for attaching the apparatus at- 
tribute information to the request, to be transmitted via 
the data transfer means to the information providing ap- 
paratus, while the information providing apparatus fur- 
ther comprises means tor modifying the selection ol da- 
ta to be read out from the data storage means of the 
information providing apparatus and transmitted to the 
information receiving apparatus, in accordance with the 
apparatus attribute information. The apparatus at- 
tributes of the information receiving apparatus may for 
example include the data storage capacity, image dis- 
play resolution capability, data processing performance, 
and types of secondary data storage media which can 
be connected for use with the information receiving ap- 
paratus. 

In that way, data which are transmitted by the infor- 
mation providing apparatus to an information receiving 
apparatus can be selected such as to be suitable for the 
particular configuration and characteristics of that infor- 
mation receiving apparatus. 

Alternatively, (or in addition to the apparatus at- 
tribute information), the information receiving apparatus 
can further comprise means for inputting user attribute 
information relating to at least one user, and means for 
attaching the user attribute information to the request 
and transmitting the resultant data via the data transfer 
means to the information providing apparatus, to be 
stored therein. In that case the information providing ap- 
paratus includes means for for selecting data to be read 
out from the data storage means of the information pro- 
viding apparatus and transmitted to the information re- 
ceiving apparatus, in accordance with the user attribute 
information (or the user attribute information in conjunc- 
tion with the apparatus attribute information). The user 
attribute information can specify for example the age of 
the user, the sex of the user, the area of residence of 
the user, etc. 

According to another aspect of such an information 
providing system, the data transfer means may com- 
prise a plurality of respectively different data communi- 
cation paths, i.e., each of which can be selected for 
transmitting data to the information receiving apparatus, 
with the information providing apparatus further com- 
prising storage means having stored therein respective 
sets of attribute information for the data communication 
paths, and means for selecting from these data commu- 
nication paths an appropriate path for transmitting data 



from the information providing apparatus to the informa- 
tion receiving apparatus, based upon whether a part of 
the first data or of the second data is to be transferred, 
upon the stored attribute information relating to the in- 

5 formation receiving apparatus, and upon the stored at- 
tribute information relating to the communication paths. 
The attribute information relating to the communication 
paths can for example include data transfer speed and 
communication cost, as well as attributes which can 

10 vary dynamically, such as status of temporary interrup- 
tion of a communication line or a telephone system. 

In that way, it becomes possible to select an appro- 
priate data communication path which is matched (i.e., 
with respect to data transfer speed and communication 

is cost) to the type of data that are to be transmitted and 
also to the particular characteristics of the information 
receiving apparatus to which the data art to be transmit- 
ted. 

Furthermore, it is also possible to extend such 
20 means for selecting the data communication path, to al- 
so take into account the characteristics or preferences 
of a user of the information receiving apparatus, i.e., 
when such customized user attribute information has 
been supplied to the information providing apparatus for 
25 indicating the preferences of an individual user with re- 
gard to information providing. For example, such cus- 
tomized attribute information might specify that priority 
is to be given to minimizing data communication costs 
(e.g., telephone charges) for the user, or that priority is 
30 to be given to providing the most complete and up-to- 
date information relating to a specific area of interest, 
such as a sport. 

According to another basic aspect of the present in- 
vention, it discloses an information providing apparatus 
35 wherein the data editing means further comprises 
means which functions, when an updated set of the orig- 
inal information is received by the information providing 
apparatus : to compare the updated original information 
with a corresponding part of the first data stored in the 
40 data storage means of the information providing appa- 
ratus, to thereby derive any differences between the up- 
dated original information and stored first data as an up- 
dated part of the second data, and to store the updated 
part of the second data in the data storage means. 
45 (n that case, the information providing apparatus 
can further comprise means for transmitting the updated 
second data to the information receiving apparatus via 
the data transfer means, to be stored in the data storage 
means of the information receiving apparatus and so up- 
50 date the contents of the second data which are stored 
therein. 

In that way, it is always possible for the information 
receiving apparatus to reconstitute any desired part of 
the original information by using only data which are cur- 
55 rently stored at the information receiving apparatus, 
while ensuring that the reconstituted data will be up-to- 
date, and also ensuring that it is only necessary to trans- 
mit the minimum amount of data via the data transfer 
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means in order to maintain such an up-to-date condition 
of the data stored at the information receiving appara- 
tus. 

Typically, the original information will consist of a 
plurality of respectively identified data items, each data s 
item including identifier information and information ex- 
pressing at least one attribute. In that case, updated 
original information that is received by the information 
providing apparatus will consist of either additional data 
items, or previously received data items for which one 
or more attributes have been altered. 

The data editing means may obtain the first data 
from the original information by processing the original 
information during a predetermined initial processing 
period which extends over a plurality of successive up- 
datings of the original information, to select attribute da- 
ta which does not change througout the initial process- 
ing period, or which does not change by more than a 
predetermined amount during the initial processing pe- 
riod. To achieve this, the data editing means functions 
such that, when a set of updated original information is 
received by the information providing apparatus subse- 
quent to the initial processing period, each data item of 
the set is compared with the first data which are already 
stored tn the data storage means of the information pro- 
viding apparatus, to thereby detect any changed data 
for at least one attribute of any ol the data items, and to 
store the changed attribute data in the data storage 
means as updated second data. 

If the original information consists ol program 
broadcast schedule information, the data editing means 
may further comprise means for storing the broadcast 
schedule information in the data storage means of the 
information providing apparatus as program data 
records expressing broadcast information for respective 
programs. In that case, the first data are derived in the 
initial processing period as respective ones of the pro- 
gram records, each specifying a name of a program and 
attribute information including at least a starting time 
point and a duration of a broadcast of the program. 

Furthermore the data editing means may further 
comprise means whereby, subsequent to the initial 
processing period, when a set of updated original infor- 
mation is received by the information providing appara- 
tus, starting time point values for respective programs 
contained in the updated original information are com- 
pared with corresponding ones of the starting time point 
values which have been stored as the first data, and any 
difference between an updated starting time point for a 
program and a corresponding previously stored starting 
time point value is expressed as a positive or negative 
time increment value and is stored as part of the second 
data, in the data storage means of the information pro- 
viding apparatus, as attribute information in conjunction 
with the name of the program in a program data record. 

In that way, the program starting time point values 
which have been stored as part of the first data, at the 
end of the initial processing period, are thereafter used 



as framework data, i.e., as reference time points in each 
day or each week, with any subsequent changes in the 
starting time point of a broadcast of a program being 
specified with respect to a corresponding framework da- 
ta time point. 

The data editing means may further comprise 
means functioning subsequent to the initial processing 
period, when a set of updated original information is re- 
ceived by the information providing apparatus, to com- 
pare program names contained in the updated original 
information with program names contained in the first 
data which have been stored in the data storage means 
of the information providing apparatus, to thereby detect 
any new program name, and for storing each new pro- 
gram name and all corresponding attribute information 
contained in the updated original information, in the sec- 
ond data of the data storage means, as a new program 
data record. 

The invention will be further described below with 
reference to exemplary embodiments and the accom- 
panying drawings, in which:- 

Fig. 1 is a system block diagram of an embodiment 
of an information providing system according to the 
present invention, showing details of the configura- 
tion of an information providing apparatus; 
Fig 2 is a system block diagram of the system of 
Fig. 1 , showing details of the configuration of an in- 
formation receiving apparatus; 
Fig. 3 is a table showing a partial example of a set 
of framework data utilized in the above embodi- 
ment; 

Fig. 4 is a table showing a partial example of a set 
of variation data utilized in the above embodiment; 
Fig. 5 is a table showing a partial example of a set 
of current program data utilized in the above em- 
bodiment, from which the variation data of Fig. 4 are 
derived based on the framework data of Fig. 3; 
Fig. 6 is a conceptual diagram for illustrating the re- 
lationship between framework data, newly acquired 
current program data, and the resultant variation 
data, for one program data unit (the program sched- 
ule data of one television channel for one day); 
Fig. 7 is a flow diagram showing an example of an 
algorithm for deriving successive sets of candidate 
framework data for one program data unit in respec- 
tive pairs of weeks; 

Fig. 8 is a flow diagram showing an example of an 
algorithm for deriving variation data by comparison 
of newly acquired current program data with frame- 
work data; and 

Fig. 9 is a flow diagram showing an example of an 
algorithm for reconstituting program data by com- 
bining framework data with variation data. 

Embodiments of the present invention will be de- 
scribed in the following referring to the drawings. An em- 
bodiment of an information providing system will first be 
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described, which will be assumed to consist of a single 
information providing apparatus and a plurality of infor- 
mation receiving apparatuses which can each commu- 
nicate with the information providing apparatus via a 
communication network or other means for transferring s 
data, with only one of the information receiving appara- 
tuses being shown in the drawings and described. In the 
following embodiments, the aforementioned first data 
contain respective time point values which are utilized 
as a basic framework for timing reference purposes, and 
will be referred to as the framework data, while the afore- 
mentioned second data will be referred to as the varia- 
tion data. 

Fig. 1 is a block diagram showing the information 
providing system and an information providing appara- 
tus connected to form the information providing system, 
with details of the information providing apparatus being 
shown. In Fig. 1 , numeral 1 denotes the information pro- 
viding apparatus, numeral 2 denotes an information re- 
ceiving apparatus, and numeral 18 denotes means for 
transferring data between the information providing ap- 
paratus 1 and information receiving apparatus 2, which 
can be constituted in various ways such as a path via a 
data communication network such as the Internet, or via 
a television broadcasting network, and will be designat- 
ed simply as the transmission path in the following de- 
scription. However it should be understood that respec- 
tively different ways of implementing this transmission 
path 1 8 can be utilized for sending data from the infor- 
mation providing apparatus 1 to the information receiv- 
ing apparatus 2 and for sending data in the opposite di- 
rection, or for sending respectively different types of da- 
ta from the information providing apparatus 1 to the in- 
formation receiving apparatus 2. In the information pro- 
viding apparatus 1, a current program data acquisition 
section 3 serves to acquire original information from an 
external source (not shown in the drawings). It will be 
assumed that the function of this information providing 
system embodiment is to supply to each information re- 
ceiving apparatus, in response to requests which are 
transmitted from an information receiving apparatus 2 
to the information providing apparatus 1, information 
consisting of television program schedule data. In the 
following, the television program schedule data which 
constitute the original information for such an informa- 
tion providing system will be referred to as the current 
program data. 

To avoid confusion, it should be understood lhal un- 
less otherwise stated, the term "program" is used herein 
only in the sense of a broadcast program, such as a 
news program or a motion picture for example. That is 
to say, the current program data consists of a set of data 
items each consisting of a program name and informa- 
tion concerning a plurality of attributes for a broadcast 
of the program, including at least the starting time point 
and duration (or ending time point) of the broadcast. 
Such current program data are periodically updated, for 
example once in each week. Numeral 4 denotes a cur- 
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rent program data register for temporarily holding cur- 
rent program data which are acquired by the current pro- 
gram data acquisition section 3. 5 denotes a data editing 
section, one of whose functions is that of editing the cur- 
rent program data obtained by the current program data 
acquisition section 3 to separate the current program 
data into the aforementioned framework data and vari- 
ation data, and to thereafter update the stored variation 
data whenever an updated set of current program data 
are acquired, and also to selectively read out data from 
a program data storage section 6 when it becomes nec- 
essary to transmit such data to an information receiving 
apparatus. The data storage section 6 stores the frame- 
work data and variation data which are produced by the 
data editing section 5. A data dispatching section 7 ex- 
ecutes processing 1or dispatching data to the informa- 
tion receiving apparatus 2 when required. A receiving 
section 8 receives data transmission requests which are 
sent from the information receiving apparatus 2. A con- 
trol section 9 executes overall control of the respective 
processing performed by the data editing section 5 and 
the data dispatching section 7, etc., and is preferably 
implemented as a programed microprocessor. 

The data storage section 6 is made up of a frame- 
work data storage section 6A for holding the framework 
data and a variation data storage section 6B which holds 
the variation data. Each time that processing is execut- 
ed to transmit program data (framework data and/or var- 
iation data) to the information receiving apparatus 2, the 
data dispatching section 7 stores a corresponding dis- 
patch record, in a dispatch record storage section 7a. 
That is to say, the data dispatching section 7 maintains 
records which express the current status of updating of 
the program data which are being held at the information 
receiving apparatus 2. The information providing appa- 
ratus 1 further includes an attribute data storage section 
20, and a dispatch path determining section 21, which 
are respectively described hereinafter. 

Fig. 2 is a block diagram showing details of the in- 
formation receiving apparatus 2 of the system of Fig. 1 . 
Numeral 11 denotes an information receiving section, 
which functions as an interface for receiving data which 
are dispatched to that information receiving apparatus 
2 from the information provider apparatus 1 , while a data 
storage section 1 2 holds the received data. A data re- 
constitution section 1 3 operates on selected parts of the 
framework data and variation data which are held in the 
program datastorage section 12, lo reconstitute desired 
parts of the aforementioned current program data, when 
required. A display section 14 displays data which are 
reconstituted by the data reconstitution section 13. It 
should be understood that the term "display" as applied 
to the functions of the display section 14 is intended to 
broadly cover the general concept of outputting data to 
a user, e.g., as visible displayed characters and graph- 
ics, and/or audible output. An operating section 15 is 
configured to be manually operable by a user for input- 
ting data or commands to the system, such as informa- 
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tion display requests. A transmission section 16 serves 
to transmit such commands to the information providing 
apparatus 1 via the transmission path 18. 

The data storage section 12 consists of a frame- 
work data storage section 12A, for holding the frame- 
work data which are also stored at the information pro- 
viding apparatus, a variation data storage section 12B 
for holding at least a part of the variation data which are 
currently stored at the information providing apparatus, 
and a management data storage section 1 2C for holding 
management data used in managing the contents of the 
framework data holding section 1 2A and the variation 
data holding section 12B. The data storage section 12 
is connected to a management data conversion section 
1 7, for altering the management data for the framework 
data storage section 12A and variation data storage 
section 1 2B in accordance with whether framework data 
or variation data are received from the information pro- 
viding apparatus 1 . The information provider apparatus 
1 and the information receiving apparatus 2 are con- 
nected via the transmission path 18, which can for ex- 
ample consist of a path through a communication net- 
work such as the Internet, to form the overall information 
providing system. Alternatively, the transmission path 
18 may bo formed by using a network formed of dedi- 
cated lines or a public telephone system, or may be im- 
plemented in a terrestrial radio television broadcasting 
system, a satellite television broadcasting system, etc. 
In the case of using such a broadcasting system, data 
can for example be dispatched to users by inserting 
character data into the vertical blanking intervals of the 
television signal. As a further alternative, the transmis- 
sion path 18 could be implemented by means of trans- 
portable data storage media such as optical disks, mag- 
netic disks, etc, or a combination of such a method with 
any of the preceding methods. 

The information receiving apparatus 2 is further pro- 
vided with an attribute information holding section 19, 
for storing attribute information relating to that apparatus 
and attribute information relating to the user of that ap- 
paratus. That is to say, the attribute information holding 
section 1 9 stores attributes of the information receiving 
apparatus 2 itself (for example, capability of receiving 
HTML data, capability of full color display operation, siz- 
es of various data storage regions, level of computing 
performance, types of media which are connected, 
whether the power source for the apparatus is continu- 
ously held in Ihe ON slate, whether a clock/calender 
function is incorporated, etc.), user attributes (for exam- 
ple, age, sex, occupation, address, place of origin, fam- 
ily structure, etc., interests, magazines read, preferred 
foods, frequently accessed data display pages, etc.), 
operational features, etc., and may also hold information 
relating to requests (for example, whether requests are 
frequently sent from that apparatus, whether similar re- 
quests are always sent, etc). After having been input by 
the user through the operating section 15 and stored in 
the attribute data storage section, such data may be 



read out and transmitted via the transmission path 18 
by the transmission section 16 in response to com- 
mands which are input by the user from the operating 
section 1 5, or the information provider apparatus may 
s configured such that the attribute data are read out and 
attached to the contents of a request for program data 
which is input by a user, when these contents are trans- 
mitted to the information provider apparatus. 

When such attribute data are received from the in- 
fo formation receiving apparatus 2, the information provid- 
er apparatus 1 stores the attribute data in the attribute 
information storage section 20. 

It is a basic feature of the present invention that re- 
spectively different types of data, i.e., the framework da- 
15 ta and the variation data, may be dispatched to a user 
via respectively different transmission paths. For exam- 
ple, the framework data might be dispatched via the In- 
ternet, while the variation data might be dispatched via 
a television broadcasting system. Alternatively, the 
transmission path 18 which is used to dispatch data from 
the information providing apparatus 1 to an information 
receiving apparatus 2 may be determined in accordance 
with the attributes of that particular information receiving 
apparatus 2. This feature is controlled by the dispatch 
path determining section 21 of the information providing 
apparatus 1 , which serves to determine the respective 
transmission paths 18 of the different types of data held 
in the data storage section 6, based on the apparatus 
attribute information for the information receiving appa- 
ratus, and/or the type of data (framework data or varia- 
tion data) that are to be transmitted. 

It should be noted that it would be equally possible 
to form the attribute information storage section 1 9 and 
attribute information storage section 20 within the data 
storage sections 6 and 12 of the information provider 
apparatus 1 and information receiving apparatus 2, re- 
spectively. 

Since the information receiving apparatus 2 in- 
cludes the framework data holding section 12A, varia- 
tion data storage section 12B and management data 
storage section 12C, with the data reconstitution section 
13 and operating section 15 being formed respectively 
separately, the display method and the operating meth- 
od can each be changed, to be appropriate 1or a partic- 
ular configuration of information receiving apparatus or 
the requirements of a particular user. As examples of 
switching the display method, it is possible to change 
the number of broadcast channels which are listed in 
one display page, or change the number of characters 
used to display information concerning a program, or 
change the character colors or the background pattern 
for the displayed data. As examples of switching the op- 
erating method, when data are displayed in HTML form 
it is possible to change the number and arrangement of 
the displayed buttons used for HTML control, or to 
change the operations which are performed when dis- 
played buttons are actuated by the user, or to change 
an information source which can be selected by actuat- 
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ing a specific button. 

As an actual example, the embodiment can be con- 
figured such that a user of the information receiving ap- 
paratus 2 can select from a menu of "viewing modes" 
the viewing mode which is most suited to that user. The 
menu contents could be arranged in a manner similar 
to that of a newspaper television program schedule (with 
such an arrangement being suitable for users who are 
not yet familiar with using the system), or the menu con- 
tents could be arranged as a list of items, starting from 
a leading item (with such an arrangement being suitable 
for obtaining sufficient speed of operation, in the case 
of a type of receiving apparatus which does not have a 
high level of performance). 

With this embodiment, information specifying the 
display method and the operating method which are cur- 
rently selected for use by the information receiving ap- 
paratus 2 are also sent to the information provider ap- 
paratus 1 and stored in the attribute data storage section 
20 as part of the apparatus attribute information, thereby 
enabling the information provider apparatus 1 to match 
the mode in which it generates data which are to be sent 
to the information receiving apparatus 2 to the display 
method and operating method which are currently se- 
lected for use by that information receiving apparatus 2. 
More specifically, data expressing the the display meth- 
od and operating method which are currently selected 
by the user are stored in a region of the attribute data 
storage section 19, and updated whenever a change is 
made in any of that information. Each time that such a 
change is made, the updated data are transmitted by 
the transmitting section 1 6 to the information providing 
apparatus 1 . and stored in a region of the attribute data 
storage section 20, to be available to the control section 
9 of the information providing apparatus 1 in the same 
way as for the other types of apparatus attribute data 
which are held in the attribute data storage section 20. 

The overall operation of this information providing 
system will now be described. As mentioned above, it 
will be assumed that the system provides television pro- 
gram schedule information (referred to in the following 
simply as program information) using a communication 
network such as the I nternet for implementing the trans- 
mission path 18, and that the information provider ap- 
paratus 1 acquires an updated set of current program 
data at regular periods from a source of program infor- 
mation. Typically, such a set of current program data will 
consist of complete program schedule data for each of 
a plurality of television channels for the duration of a suc- 
ceeding week, however the embodiment is not limited 
to such regular acquisition of current program data. 
When updated current program data are acquired by the 
current program data acquisition section 3, the data are 
temporarily stored in the current program data register 
section 4. The current program data acquisition section 
3 may for example obtain the current program data from 
an apparatus which scans and analyzes printed data to 
thereby generate the current program data, or from a 



program database distribution apparatus. The current 
program data will include various types of data including 
television channel numbers, program names, starting 
times and durations of program broadcasts : performer 
s names, brief descriptions of program contents, and/or 
other program attributes (for example, information spec- 
ifying that a program is a sports program, a drama pro- 
gram, etc., whether the a program is a special program, 
etc.). 

10 |n order to obtain the framework data which are to 
be stored in the framework data storage section 6A, an 
initial operation of separation processing is applied to 
successive sets of current program data which are writ- 
ten into the current program data register 4, over a sub- 

15 stantially long initial processing period, for example over 
a period of 2 months, or 6 months. Various types of se- 
lection conditions could be envisaged for selecting the 
framework data. It will be assumed in the following that 
with this embodiment of the invention, the framework 

20 data are selected as those parts of the current program 
data which display no change or no more than a prede- 
termined amount of change, throughout the initial 
processing period. Alternatively, the framework data 
can be selected as those parts of the current program 

25 data which are changed no more than a predetermined 
number of times throughout the initial processing period 
(since for example a television program schedule may 
be temporarily altered due to special circumstances). 
Once the framework data have been established 

30 and stored, the variation data can be obtained as data 
which satisfies the definition "those parts of the current 
program data which do not form part of the framework 
data". Thus the variation data are first obtained (and 
thereafter successively updated each time that current 

35 program data are newly acqhired) by comparing the 
most recently acquired current program data with the 
framework data, to find all program data which meet the 
above condition. 

When the current program data consist of broad- 

40 cast television program schedule data, then the frame- 
work data will in general be selected as information re- 
lating to each program which is broadcast at a fixed time 
on a fixed day of each week throughout the initial 
processing period. It will further be assumed that the 

45 time points (within each broadcast day) at which such 
programs nominally should begin are utilized as basic 
reference time points, although as indicated above the 
actual starling time point and/or duration of any program 
may be temporarily altered, for example due to the need 

so to broadcast a special new report. More specifically, 
each program broadcast for which there is a framework 
data record has a nominally fixed starting time point and 
broadcast duration, and is identified by a fixedly as- 
signed program name, however in principle, any at- 

55 tribute (including the starting time point, program dura- 
tion, etc.) may change, from broadcast to broadcast. 
Thus in the case of program which is broadcast at a 
(nominally) fixed time on a specific television channel 
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on one specific day of each week, the starting time point 
of that program will be stored in the framework data stor- 
age section 6A in a framework data record, in conjunc- 
tion with the program name, and any other attributes of 
that program which have been established as part of the 
framework data. If any changes subsequently occur in 
these attributes, then information expressing such 
changes will be stored in the variation data storage sec- 
tion 6B as a variation data record for that program. 

The variation data will in general consist of program 
schedule data which change from week to week, such 
as information concerning special programs, programs 
which are broadcast only once or for a small number of 
times, or information concerning specific performances 
of a regular program (for example, the title of a movie 
and names of the actors, for a performance of a regular 
weekly motion picture program). In the latter example, 
the starting time and the name of the program might be 
stored as framework data in the framework data storage 
section 6A, while the other attributes would be held as 
variation data in the variation data storage section 6B 
and would be updated each week. 

Furthermore, it is possible to divide the variation da- 
ta into a number of separate levels which are handled 
and stored as respectively different data categories, for 
example a level of variation data (such as performance 
titles, names of actors, etc.) for programs which are 
broadcast regularly each day or each week, and a level 
of variation data for special (temporary) programs. In 
that case, the variation data storage section 6B would 
be configured as a plurality of sections in accordance 
with the classification levels, with the internal storage 
region of the variation data storage section 6B divided 
into a plurality of sub-regions. 

Various methods could be envisaged for the data 
editing section 5 to process the current program data for 
extracting the framework data, during the initial process- 
ing period. This can be done for example by comparing 
the bits of the current program data for a program during 
one week with the bits which express the corresponding 
current program data for that program during the suc- 
ceeding week ; to thereby extract the differences, or by 
analyzing the data structures of the program information 
to obtain these differences. 

With this embodiment the data editing section 5 op- 
erates, in response to a request for program data sent 
from a user, to selectively determine the data which are 
actually dispatched in accordance with the particular at- 
tributes of that user and/or of the information receiving 
apparatus which is being employed by that user. Such 
editing operation is performed by the data editing sec- 
tion 5 based on the information which is stored in the 
attribute data storage section 20, i.e., the information 
specifying the apparatus attributes and the user at- 
tributes. In that case, the appropriate attribute informa- 
tion (all or part of the attribute information for that spe- 
cific user and for the information receiving apparatus 
which is employed by that user) is read out from the at- 



tribute information storage section 20, and, based on 
that information, the data editing section 5 judges how 
to select appropriate program data to be dispatched to 
the user. For example it might be found, in the case of 
s a particular information receiving apparatus, that the us- 
er characteristics (as set out in the contents of the at- 
tribute data storage section 20) are: "the user is a male, 
aged 45", and the system may function such that de- 
tailed information will be provided on business-related 
10 programs in the case of such a user. Alternatively, if the 
requesting user is a young female college student, then 
the data editing section 5 might give priority to providing 
detailed information relating to programs which are pop- 
ular among such students. 
is in addition to such selection of the type and degree 
of detail of program data which will be sent to users by 
the information receiving apparatus, the data editing 
section 5 can also dispatch display-related information 
together with the program data, for modifying the overall 
20 configuration of the display picture (i.e., display page) 
which will be generated by the display section 14 of the 
information receiving apparatus when displaying the re- 
ceived program data, to modify the display picture in a 
predetermined manner in accordance with the attributes 
25 of the requesting user. 

In addition, the data editing section 5 can be con- 
figured to perform editing of the program data that are 
dispatched to a user in accordance with specific infor- 
mation which is requested by a user For example, ad- 
30 ditional detailed program information concerning a spe- 
cific performer can be dispatched, in response to such 
a request from a user, by reading out the appropriate 
program attribute information from the program data 
storage section 6. 
35 Furthermore, the data editing section 5 can be con- 
figured such that, if it is determined from the contents of 
the attribute data storage section 20 that the apparatus 
attributes of the information receiving apparatus 2 indi- 
cate that this is an apparatus having only a low level of 
40 performance capability, then the data editing section 5 
will edit the program data which will be sent to that in- 
formation receiving apparatus such as to contain data 
having only a small amount of display content, whereas 
if the apparatus attribute information indicates that the 
45 information receiving apparatus 2 is capable of high per- 
formance, then program information that has been be 
edited such as to be rich in display content will be sent. 

As a further alternative, the data editing section 5 
can be configured such that time data for use in updating 
50 a clock/calendar function of the information receiving 
apparatus 2 are periodically dispatched from the infor- 
mation providing apparatus 1 to the information receiv- 
ing apparatus 2, if the apparatus attributes of that infor- 
mation receiving apparatus indicate that it includes a 
55 clock/calendar function. 

With the embodiment described above, the system 
can store user attribute information, and use that infor- 
mation when selecting program data which are to be 
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transmitted from the information providing apparatus to 
the information receiving apparatus of the user. In that 
case : the system itself makes assumptions concerning 
the probable preferences of the user, based on the user 
attribute information. However a modification of the 
above embodiment is possible, whereby information 
can be acquired and stored by the system, which indi- 
cates individual preferences of respective users as 
specified by the users themselves, i.e., customized user 
attribute data. This will be referred to in the following 
simply as the customized data. This is also stored in the 
attribute data storage section 20. In that case, the con- 
trol section 9 is configured to modify the process of pro- 
gram data selection and transmission path selection, 
when responding to a request from a user, in accord- 
ance with the customized data for that specific user. For 
example, users for which respectively different sets of 
customized data could be established might be as fol- 
lows: 

Type A user: (places importance on communication 
costs) 

The customized data for this user specify that trans- 
mitted program data must be selected such as to mini- 
mize the amount of telephone charges for the user. In 
addition, down -loading of program data to the informa- 
tion receiving apparatus 2 from the information provid- 
ing apparatus 1 is to be initiated (as far as possible) by 
the information providing apparatus 1 itself, to thereby 
minimize the need for the user to transmit requests to 
the information providing apparatus. Also, in order to fur- 
ther reduce costs to the user, advertisements may be 
inserted into the information which is provided to the us- 
er. 

Type B user: (places importance on receiving up-to-date 
information) 

Importance is to be given to data being up-to-date. 
Dispatching of updating program data to the user is to 
be performed at the initiative of the information provider 
apparatus 1 itself (each time that updated current pro- 
gram data are acquired by the information providing ap- 
paratus). 

Type C user: (directed towards specific objectives) 

Priority is to be given to providing information for 
which various characteristics have been specified by the 
user, concerning types of program, broadcast dates, 
broadcast time ranges, performers, etc. 

Thus by using such customized data in that way : the 
system can effectively satisfy the requirements of indi- 
vidual users, by selecting appropriate types and/or de- 
gree of detail of program data which are to be transmit- 
ted to a user, and also appropriate forms of communi- 
cation path for transmitting program data to the respec- 
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five users, frequency of updating the program data 
which are stored at a user's information receiving appa- 
ratus, etc. 

To assign a set of customized data to a particular 
5 user, the user must beforehand input some preference 
information, via the operating section 15 of the informa- 
tion receiving apparatus 2 to be transmitted to the infor- 
mation providing apparatus 1 so that corresponding 
customized data for that user will be stored in the at- 
io tribute data storage section 20. Since various arrange- 
ments can easily be envisaged whereby the system 
prompts the user for such information, detailed descrip- 
tion will be omitted. 

Once such a set of customized data has been ac- 
is quired for a user, the data editing section will thereafter 
modify the selection of program data that are transmit- 
ted to the information receiving apparatus of that user, 
in accordance with the contents of the customized data, 
for example by transmitting especially detailed informa- 
20 tion concerning certain types of program each time that 
the user inputs a request for program information. 

After completion of the aforementioned initial 
processing period, with the framework data and varia- 
tion data having been respectively stored in the data 
2S storage section 6 of the information providing apparatus 
1 , dispatching of data from the information providing ap- 
paratus 1 to the information receiving apparatus 2 is per- 
formed as follows. Firstly, when the user inputs to the 
information receiving apparatus 2 a request for display 
30 of specific program schedule information, then it is nec- 
essary to ensure that this information will be derived on 
the basis of currently valid current program data. It will 
first be assumed that with this embodiment, when up- 
dated current program data are acquired by the infor- 
ms mation providing apparatus 1 and the variation data held 
in the variation data storage section 6B are updated ac- 
cordingly, updating data are not sent automatically to the 
information receiving apparatus 2, for updating the var- 
iation data held in the variation data storage section 
40 12B. For that reason, when such a request for display 
of specific program data is input by the user to the infor- 
mation receiving apparatus 2, the contents of that re- 
quest are transmitted as a data dispatch request by the 
transmission section 16 via the transmission path 18, to 
45 the receiving section 8 of the information providing ap- 
paratus 1 . 

The system may be configured such that at that 
time, the transmission section 16 transmits the afore- 
mentioned attribute information concerning the informa- 

50 tion receiving apparatus 2 itself, and/or user attribute in- 
formation, attached to such a data dispatch request. Al- 
ternatively, the system may be configured such that at- 
tribute information are transmitted by the information re- 
ceiving apparatus to the information providing appara- 

55 tus in response to a command specifying such informa- 
tion transfer, input by the user from the operating section 
15. 

When the data dispatch request reaches the receiv- 
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ing section 8 of the information providing apparatus 1 , 
the control section 9 notifies the data dispatching sec- 
tion 7, specifying the particular program data that have 
been requested. The contents of the request might for 
example specify "the complete day's schedule for tele- 
vision channel 1 0, on May 21 ", or "title of motion picture 
which will be played as the Movie of the Week program 
on 22 August". When the data dispatching section 7 re- 
ceives such a notification, the dispatch record storage 
section 7a is first searched, to examine the program in- 
formation which has been already dispatched to the re- 
questing information receiving apparatus. The updating 
status of the data currently held in the program data stor- 
age section 12 of the information receiving apparatus, 
in relation to the data currently held in the program data 
storage section 6 of the information providing appara- 
tus, is thereby obtained. If it is found, as a result, that 
any data which are necessary for reconstituting the re- 
quested program data have not yet been sent to that 
user (i.e., up-to-date variation data relating to the re- 
quested program data are not yet stored at the request- 
ing information receiving apparatus), then such remain- 
ing variation data are read out from the framework data 
storage section 6 : and sent via the transmission path 1 8 
to the information receiving apparatus 2. In addition, the 
dispatch record data for that information receiving ap- 
paratus 2, held in the dispatch record memory section 
7A, are updated accordingly. 

The data reconstitution section 13 of the information 
receiving apparatus 2 then reconstitutes the requested 
program data, after reading out the appropriate frame- 
work data and variation data records from the program 
data storage section 1 2. 

If on the other hand it is found by the information 
providing apparatus that all data which are necessary 
for reconstituting the requested program data have user 
have already been sent to that information receiving ap- 
paratus 2, then the data dispatching section 7 generates 
only a message which is dispatched to the information 
receiving apparatus 2 via the transmission path 1 8, no- 
tifying that no updating of the contents of the program 
data storage section 12 is necessary in order to recon- 
stitute the requested program data. The information re- 
ceiving apparatus 2 then reconstitutes the requested 
program data, using the framework data and variation 
data which are already stored in the program data stor- 
age section 12. 

Each time that program data are to be transmitted 
by the information provider apparatus 1 , the control sec- 
tion 9 reads out apparatus attribute information relating 
to the requesting information receiving apparatus 2 from 
the attribute information storage section 20, and in ad- 
dition, investigates the type of the program data which 
are to be transmitted, i.e., framework data or variation 
data. Based on the combination of information thereby 
obtained, the control section 9 generates appropriate 
control signals for controlling the dispatch path deter- 
mining section 21 to select the particular transmission 



path (or paths) which is to be used as the transmission 
path 18 for dispatching the program data. In response 
to these control signals, the dispatch path determining 
section 21 establishes the appropriate transmission 
5 path (or paths) 1 8 via which the data will be transmitted. 
The transmission path 1 8 can be implemented in one or 
a combination of the ways described hereinabove, via 
a network such as the Internet, etc. 

If it is found necessary as described above for the 
70 information providing apparatus 1 to transmit updated 
variation data to an information receiving apparatus 2 in 
response to a request for program information from that 
information receiving apparatus 2, then when the dis- 
patched variation data reach the receiving section 11 of 
15 the information receiving apparatus 2 they are stored in 
the variation data storage section 1 2B, thereby updating 
a part of the contents. 

In that way, requests 'from a user for program infor- 
mation can be satisfied while minimizing the amount of 
20 data which must be transmitted via the transmission 
path 1 8, thereby reducing the amount of communication 
time that is required to meet such a request, and so low- 
ering the communication costs. 

Furthermore, since as noted above it will generally 
25 only be necessary to dispatch a part of the variation data 
from the information providing apparatus 1 to the infor- 
mation receiving apparatus 2 in order to satisfy such a 
user request (since the framework data will in general 
remain constant over a long period of time) it is normally 
30 only necessary for the data held in the variation data 
storage section 12B of the information receiving appa- 
ratus 2 to be altered, so that the overall data processing 
operation is simplified. 

As well as receiving the framework data and varia- 
35 tion data and storing these in the data storage section 
12, the information receiving apparatus 2 generates 
management data which are held in the management 
data storage section 12C and used., for example, in link- 
ing together data of the same type (i.e., variation data 
40 or framework data) during processing that is executed 
by the data reconstitution section 1 3 to reconstitute pro- 
gram data by using selected parts of the framework data 
and variation data held in the program data storage sec- 
tion 12. The contents of the management data storage 
45 section 1 2C are modified by the management data con- 
version section 17 when necessary. For example in the 
case in which only variation data, read out from the var- 
iation data storage section 6B, are dispatched to the in- 
formation receiving apparatus 2 and used to update the 
50 contents of the variation data storage section 12B, the 
management data conversion section 17 performs ap- 
propriate conversion processing of the data held in the 
management data storage section 12C in accordance 
with the changes which are made in the variation data 
ss stored in the variation data storage section 1 2B. 

When the user inputs a request for display of spe- 
cific program information, via the operating section 15, 
then after any necessary data have been transferred 
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from the information providing apparatus 1 to update the 
contents of the program data storage section 12 as de- 
scribed above, the data reconstitution section 13 reads 
out, from the data storage section 12, requisite parts of 
the stored framework data, variation data and manage- 
ment data, and operates on the framework data and var- 
iation data in accordance with the management data to 
reconstitute the required program data in a form suitable 
for display to the user. For example, the resultant recon- 
stituted program data might be in the form of a page of 
HTML data. The program data thus produced are then 
sent to the display section 1 4, to be displayed to the us- 
er. 

It can thus be understood that it is a further basic 
advantage of the present invention that it becomes un- 
necessary for the information providing apparatus to 
transmit to the information receiving apparatus any data 
which has been arranged in a special structure for the 
purposes of display, such as a number of HTML pages 
which are connected by hyperlinks. All of such process- 
ing can be performed at the information receiving appa- 
ratus, operating on the program data which are stored 
in the data storage section 1 2. The amount of data which 
must be transmitted to each information receiving appa- 
ratus can thereby be substantially reduced. 

It has been assumed in the above description that 
the framework data and variation data are mutually sep- 
arated, in the information providing apparatus 1, in ac- 
cordance with whether or not program data regularly oc- 
cur within the current program data over suitably a long 
period of time, such as several weeks, for example in 
accordance with whether the same program (e.g., hav- 
ing the same name) is scheduled to be broadcast at the 
same time of day on the same day of the week through- 
out such a long period of time. However an alternative 
method of separating the framework data and variation 
data, for use with another embodiment of the invention, 
is as follows. During the initial processing period, the 
acquired current program data are held in a single stor- 
age section. When a request for display of program data 
is input to an information receiving apparatus, the re- 
quest is transmitted to the information providing appa- 
ratus, which then reads out the requested data from the 
single storage section and transmits the program data 
to the information receiving apparatus. During the initial 
processing period, the date editing section 5 monitors 
these transmissions of program data, to record, for each 
program, the number of times that data relating to the 
program are transmitted to information receiving appa- 
ratuses, to thereby obtain the average frequency at 
which such transmissions occur during the initial 
processing period. The framework data are then select- 
ed as the data (i.e., information for specific broadcast 
attributes of specific programs) for which that frequency 
of transmissions exceeds a predetermined value, with 
the remaining parts of the current program data becom- 
ing the variation data. The framework data thus selected 
are then stored in the framework data storage section 



6A, and the (initial) variation data are stored in the var- 
iation data storage section 6B, and are also transmitted 
to each information receiving apparatus, to be stored in 
the framework data storage section 12A and variation 

$ data storage section 12B respectively. 

Thereafter, the operation of such an embodiment is 
identical to that described for the previous embodiment. 
It will be apparent that such an embodiment can provide 
similar effects to those described for the preceding em- 

10 bodiment, by minimizing the amount of program data 
which must be transmitted to information receiving ap- 
paratuses in order to respond to requests from users 

In general, the framework data will include at least 
the lollowing type of data: 

15 

(1) The name, and attribute data including at least 
the starting time point and duration of a broadcast 
(or starting time point and ending time point) of each 
regularly broadcast program, e.g. which is broad- 
20 cast at the same time on the same day of each 
week. 

Similarly, the variation data will generally include at 
least: 

25 

(1) For each program having a framework data 
record and also a variation data record, the program 
name and attribute data. The attribute data may 
consist of data for altering the starting time point 

30 and/or duration of one or more of the regular pro- 
grams, i.e. as displacement amounts with respect 
to values which are specified in the framework data. 
Such variation data will be generated whenever a 
change occurs in the program schedule, as con- 

35 veyed by the current program data, after the frame- 
work data have first been generated and stored. 
The attribute data may also include for example the 
names of performers who will appear in one specific 
occurrence of a regular program, the title of that per- 

^0 formance (such as the title of a motion picture), etc. 

(2) For each new program (i.e. , a program for which 
no record exists in the framework data), the pro- 
gram name and all attribute information for that pro- 
gram. 

45 

The framework data and variation data may be 
stored in the form of respective tables, with a program 
data record for a program consisting of one row of such 
a table. An example of part of such a table, in the case 

so of the framework data, is shown in Fig. 3. In that example 
and in the following description it will be assumed that, 
once the framework data have been generated as de- 
scribed hereinabove and stored in the framework data 
storage section 6A : the starting time points which are 

55 listed in the framework data are utilized as fixed refer- 
ence time points (until the next time that the framework 
data are newly generated and stored). That is to say the 
starting time point and ending time point of any program 



BNSDOCID: <EP 0874486A2 I > 



13 



25 



EP 0 874 486 A2 



26 



are each defined in relation to respective starting time 
points which are listed in the framework data, irrespec- 
tive of whether the program is a regular program whose 
actual starting time point and/or duration has been tem- 
porarily or permanently changed. 

The above can be more clearly understood by re- 
ferring to the partial example of a set of framework data 
records which shown in Fig. 3, and the corresponding 
example of a set of variation data records which is 
shown in Fig. 4. In the table of Fig. 3 it is assumed that 
broadcasts of four of the regular programs start at the 
respective time points 04:30, 20:00, 22:00 and 22:30 on 
each Monday, with respective durations of 60 minutes, 
120, 30 minutes and 60 minutes, and are identified by 
the respective program names shown in the table, in the 
table of Fig. 4, it is assumed that in the current condition 
of the variation data held in the variation data storage 
section 6B of the information providing apparatus 1 s the 
broadcast duration of one program (named "Monday 
Nighl Movie") has been increased by 15 minutes, and 
as a result, the starting time point of the succeeding pro- 
gram ("News Summary") has been correspondingly de- 
layed by 15 minutes, to 22:15, while its duration has 
been reduced by 15 minutes. In addition, the title which 
is assigned to the performance of the program "Monday 
Night Movie" is contained in the variation data record for 
that program as "Lost Horizon". 

It can thus be understood that, with this simple ex- 
ample, the data reconstitution section 13 can correctly 
reconstitute correctly updated program information for 
Monday, 12 November by combining the relevant parts 
of the variation data and framework data held in the pro- 
gram data storage section 12, with priority being given 
to the variation data. 

More specifically, when reconstituting the program 
data for a specific broadcast, if it is found that a corre- 
sponding variation data record exists, then each at- 
tribute contained in that variation data record is used in 
generating the resultant final (reconstituted) data 
record, together with any data item that is contained in 
the corresponding framework data record but not in the 
variation data record for that program. 

The way in which the framework data are variation 
data are respectively generated and utilized, in the case 
of providing program data : will be described in greater 
detail in the following, again using the table examples 
of Fig. 3, Fig. 4, and Fig. 5. It will be assumed in the 
following that the framework data and variation data are 
handled as respective sets of data each applying to a 
television broadcast schedule for one complete day of 
the week, for one television channel. Such a daily data 
set will be referred to in the following as a program data 
unit. The leftmost column of table 3 is a list of framework 
data time points, with the first of these specifying the 
starting time point of the first program of the day, and 
with each row (record) of the table expressing attributes 
of the program which is assigned the corresponding 
framework data time point as its starting time point. It 



will be assumed that the duration of each program rather 
than the program end time point will be specified in the 
framework data, however either of these could be used. 
Only the "program duration" and "program name" at- 
tributes are shown, however various other attributes 
might be entered for certain programs. 

A corresponding variation data example for that 
same program data unit is shown in the table of Fig. 4. 
A record corresponding to a program will appear in such 
variation data table if: 

(a) There is a record for that program in the frame- 
work data, and it has been found that there is a 
change or addition of any attribute for that program, 
or 

(b) The program has been newly added, so that 
there is no corresponding record in the framework 
data. In this example, it is assumed that the follow- 
ing changes have occurred, relative to the frame- 
work data: 

(1) The duration of one program (named "Mon- 
day Night Movie") has been changed (extend- 
ed), and an attribute has been added (i.e., title 
of performance). 

(2) The starting time point of the succeeding 
program has been changed (delayed), and the 
duration of that program has been changed 
(shortened) 

(3) A new program has been inserted ("Evening 
Talk Show"). In this case, the variation data 
record contains all of the attributes of that pro- 
gram, including the starting time point. 

Such information constitutes the updated variation 
data that are stored in the variation data storage section 
6B of the information providing apparatus 1 when up- 
dating has been performed by the data editing section 
5 based on newly acquired current program data for a 
program data unit. Fig. 5 shows an example of the cur- 
rent program data which could result in the variation da- 
ta of Fig. 4, based on the framework data of Fig. 3. It will 
be apparent that the information shown in Fig. 5 can be 
reconstituted by combining the framework data of Fig. 
3 with the variation data of Fig. 4, by assigning priority 
to each data element of the variation data. 

It should be noted that a new program such as 
"Evening Talk Show" might have a starling time point 
which is not a framework data time point, for example 
22:45. In that case, the starting time point could be fixed 
with respect to the framework data by again using 22: 
30 as the "starting time point" entry, but inserting the val- 
ue "+15" in the "starting time point change amount" entry 
for that program. This would ensure that all variation da- 
ta time information can be specified with reference to 
the framework data time points. 

The way in which the time points of the framework 
data are used for updating the variation data can be 
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readily understood by referring to the timing examples 
shown in Fig. 6. Here, diagram (A) conceptually illus- 
trates an example of a sequence of framework data time 
points for a program data unit which extends from an 
initial time point tl (the starting time point of the first pro- 
gram of the day) to tn (the end time point of the final 
program of the day). In the original framework data, 
three programs Pab, Pbc and Pcd respectively extend 
from time points tA to tB, from tB to tC and from tC to 
tD. It is assumed that subsequently, when a first set of 
variation data are generated for that program data unit, 
the only differences between the current program data 
and the framework data (with respect to time points) is 
that a program (P1) now extends from tA to point that 
follows tB by 15 minutes, i.e., to (tA + 15), a program P2 
extends from (tA + 15) to a point which occurs prior to 
tC by 45 minutes, i.e., (tC - 45), and a program P3 ex- 
tends from (tC - 45) to a point which occurs after tC by 
5 minutes, i.e., (tC + 5), and ends at time point tD. Thus 
in this example, the starling time point of program P2 is 
keyed to the framework data time point tB, whereas that 
of program P3 is keyed to the framework data time point 
tC. In addition, variation data starting time points for two 
programs (P3 and P4) are now keyed to the same 
framework data time point tC. 

As a result, whereas the framework data contains 
the sequence of program starting time points tA, tB, tC, 
tD, the variation data contains the sequence of starting 
time points (tB + 15), (tC - 45), and (tC + 5). 

If any of the programs P1 , P2, P3, P4 is a new pro- 
gram, then a record containing the starting time point 
and complete attribute information will be entered into 
the variation data for each such program, as described 
above. However if for example the program P3 is actu- 
ally the program Pcd, with the starting time point ad- 
vanced and the program duration increased, then a cor- 
responding record will appear in the variation data, 
specifying that change in starting time point (as -45 min- 
utes), and the change in duration. 

As can be understood from Fig. 6 : it is possible to 
generate variation data for a program data unit based 
on a complete set of current program data for that pro- 
gram data unit (i.e., for one day), or on current program 
data which covers only a part of a day For example, if 
the current program data consists of only inf concerning 
the programs PI , P2, P3, P4 of Fig. 6, then that can be 
used to generate or update only the the requisite varia- 
tion data records. It is only necessary in such a case to 
ensure that the total time interval occupied by a program 
or a sequence of programs to which a change in start 
time or duration has been applied, or in which a new 
program has been inserted, will coincide with an interval 
defined by framework data time points (such as the in- 
terval from tA to tD in Fig. 6). 

The framework data for a program data unit can be 
generated as follows, by operating upon the current pro- 
gram data for sequential pairs of program data units, i. 
e., data for the same television channel on the same 
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weekday in sequential pairs of successive weeks, over 
a sufficiently long comparison period, such as two 
months or half a year. First, the current program data for 
each program occurring in the first week are compared 
s with those for programs occurring in the second week, 
to detect each recurrence of the same program (i.e., a 
program having the same name, and same start and 
end time points). Such a program will be referred to as 
a candidate framework data program. In addition, for 
each such candidate framework data program, recur- 
rence of the same attributes is also detected. The re- 
sultant information for each candidate framework data 
program is then stored, and the process is then repeated 
for program data of the second and third weeks, to ob- 
tain a second set of candidate framework data pro- 
grams, and such processing is thereafter repeated for 
successive pairs of weeks. 

At the end of the comparison period, the attribute 
data of the various candidate programs are compared, 
to find those programs (and any attributes ol these pro- 
grams) which recur unchanged throughout the compar- 
ison period, or which recur unchanged by more than a 
predetermined minimum number of times. It will be ap- 
parent that the framework data for a program data unit 
can be readily obtained in that way, by a simple process 
of data collation, so that detailed description will be omit- 
ted. 

Fig. 7 is a flow diagram showing a simple example 
of an algorithm for deriving such candidate program da- 
ta by comparing each program of a program data unit 
for a first week (designated as Wl) with the programs of 
the corresponding program data unit for a second week 
(designated as W2). 

Fig 8 is a flow diagram of an example of processing 
which can be executed to generate one or more updated 
variation data records for a program data unit, each time 
that new current program data are received by the cur- 
rent program data acquisition section 3 of the informa- 
tion providing apparatus 1 . The "program start time point 
change" list referred to in Fig 8 corresponds to the col- 
umn "starting time point change amount" in the variation 
data table of Fig. 4. As shown, when it is found from the 
current program data that a new program has been in- 
serted into a program data unit, a marker bit is attached 
to the variation data record which is generated for that 
program, as a "new program" marker. 

Fig. 9 is a flow diagram of an example of processing 
which can be executed by the data reconslilution sec- 
tion 1 3 of fig 2, to combine the variation data and frame- 
work data to obtain final program schedule information, 
for each program (of a specific program data unit) hav- 
ing a variation data record. The result of the processing 
performed in each step designated as "output the com- 
pleted data for this program' is to output the start and 
and time points, program name, and all other attributes 
of the program concerned. For simplicity of description, 
only the processing performed for each program having 
a variation data record is shown (since the complete da- 
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ta for any other program can be directly obtained from 
the framework data). 

Such processing can of course be easily modified 
to derive data for only one or more specific programs of 
a program data unit, when this is requested by a user. 

In the above description, it has been assumed that 
the information receiving apparatus 2 can always ac- 
cess the information providing apparatus 1 to obtain any 
data which may be required for updating the contents of 
the program data storage section 12, so that the user 
can always be provided with the most up-to-date pro- 
gram information. However even if it is temporarily im- 
possible for the information receiving apparatus 2 to ac- 
quire program data from the information providing ap- 
paratus 1 (e.g. due to such reasons as a communication 
line fault, insufficient storage capacity within the infor- 
mation receiving apparatus 2, etc.), it is still possible for 
the user to obtain program information based on the cur- 
rent contents of the program data storage section 12, 
which will in most cases be substantially complete and 
accurate. This represents another basic advantage of 
such a system, by comparison with a system in which, 
when a user issues a request for program information, 
all of the necessary data must be dispatched at that time 
from the information providing apparatus to the user's 
information receiving apparatus. 

The data reconstitution section 1 3 of this embodi- 
ment also has a function for searching for information 
concerning specific types of programs, in response to 
user requests. The user might input a request to search 
for programs of a specific type, as a command from the 
operating section 15, whereupon a search is performed 
of the contents of the data storage section 1 2 to gener- 
ate a program list in accordance with the contents of the 
command. For example, if the user wishes information 
on sports programs, and so inputs a command to search 
for sports programs, then the data reconstitution section 
13 searches the data storage section 12 to extract only 
data concerning sports programs, reconstitutes the data 
into suitable form for display, and supplies the resultant 
program data to the display section 14. 

In the above description of the system embodiment 
of Figs. 1 and 2, it has been assumed that the data ed- 
iting section 5 separates the program data into only two 
categories of data (the framework data and variation da- 
ta), with a corresponding pair of data storage sections 
6A, 6B being utilized for these respectively. However as 
mentioned previously, it would be equally possible to 
classify the program information into three or more data 
levels, with a corresponding set of three or more data 
storage sections (6A, 6B, 6c....) being used for these. In 
that case, the data editing section 5 of the information 
providing apparatus 1 could for example classify the 
program information into the framework data and a plu- 
rality of types of variation data, in accordance with the 
respective degrees of magnitudes of data variation. In 
that case, designating the variation data as being divid- 
ed into a total of n levels, with the degree of data varia- 



tion successively increasing from the first level to the n- 
th level it would be possible to configure the data editing 
section 5 to operate such that variation data of any ar- 
bitrarily determined set of levels (e.g., from the m-th to 

5 the n-th levels) can be read out from the program data 
storage section 6 and dispatched to an information re- 
ceiving apparatus when necessary. 

Furthermore, it is possible to combine the process- 
ing operation for dividing the program data into multiple 

10 levels in that way with the processing that is executed 
to select transmission paths. A specific example will be 
described in the following, whereby the processing that 
is executed for selecting program data (to be sent to us- 
ers) from multiple levels of stored program data are 

15 combined with the processing for selecting the data 
transmission paths to be used for dispatching the re- 
spective categories of program data to users. The case 
will be considered in which the variation data data, for 
updating the contents of the variation data storage sec- 

20 tion 1 2B, are sent automatically to each information re- 
ceiving apparatus by the information providing appara- 
tus each time that updated current program data are ac- 
quired by the information providing apparatus (i.e., rath- 
er than in response to specific requests for program data 

25 transmitted from users). It will be assumed that the pro- 
gram data held in the program data storage section 6 
are divided into four categories, i.e. the framework data 
(one level) and three levels of variation data, and that 
the transmission path 18 can be configured as a com- 

30 bination of paths via a data communication network and 
via a television broadcasting system respectively. It will 
be assumed that program data of the respective levels 
are updated in the following manner: framework data 
are sent to users only once in each half-year; first-level 

35 variation data are sent to users once per week (for ex- 
ample, based on data obtained from a schedule of tel- 
evision program broadcasts which is published once per 
week); second-level variation data are sent to users dur- 
ing the day previous to the broadcast (or broadcasts) to 

40 which the data relate, or during the day on which that 
broadcast occurs; and third-level variation data are sent 
immediately to the users, but only when necessary. 
That is to say the data are classified as: 

45 (a) the framework data, which are generated when 
program editing is performed by the information 
providing apparatus, and are dispatched to users 
once in each half-year; 

(b) the weekly data (i.e. : first-level variation data), 
so transmitted once per week and consisting, for ex- 
ample, of information concerning performers and 
subtitles for that week; 

(c) the daily data (i.e., second-level variation data), 
transmitted once per day, either on the day previous 

55 to the corresponding broadcast or on the day of that 
broadcast and which consist, for example, of infor- 
mation concerning the contents of news programs 
or current events programs; and 
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(d) the temporary data (i.e. , third-level variation da- 
ta), which are only dispatched to users when nec- 
essary and consist of intormation concerning, for 
example, changes in broadcast times of programs 
due to extension of the duration of a baseball broad- s 
cast, or due to a special news report being broad- 
cast. 

The framework data are stored in the framework da- 
ta storage section 6A, while the weekly data, the daily 
data, and the temporary data are stored in respective 
regions of the variation data storage section 6B. 

It will be assumed that, having been separated into 
multiple levels in that way, the program data are trans- 
mitted to users via the following respective forms of 
transmission paths. The framework data and the first- 
stage variation data (i.e., the weekly data) are transmit- 
ted via a telephone network. The second-level variation 
data (i.e., the daily data) and the third-level variation da- 
ta (i.e., the temporary data) are transmitted via the tel- 
evision broadcasting system, for example by using a 
technique such as VBI for insertion of text into transmit- 
ted video signals. 

In that way, a service can be provided whereby the 
communication cost is maintained at a low level, while 
continuously enabling accurate program schedule infor- 
mation to be available for display by each user, since 
the variation data held at each information receiving ap- 
paratus is always maintained in an up-to-date condition. 

With the above example, the respective ways in 
which to implement the transmission path 18 are stati- 
cally specified, for each of the data categories. That is 
to say, it is fixedly specified that the framework data and 
the weekly data are to be transmitted via a telephone 
line, while the daily data and the temporary data are to 
be transmitted via the television broadcasting system 
(by VBI). 

An embodiment will now be described, in which the 
transmission path 18 to be used for each type of pro- 
gram data are selected dynamically. In that case it is 
necessary to provide, within the dispatch path determin- 
ing section 21, a transmission path selection reference 
register and a transmission path selection section (not 
shown in the drawings). The transmission path selection 
reference register might hold, for example, the following 
sets of attribute information for the case of transmission 
via a public telephone system and for the case of trans- 
mission via the television broadcasting system by using 
VBI, respectively: 

(a) communication cost (telephone system: 10 
cents for 3 minutes, VBI: no cost), 

(b) communication speed (telephone system: 2K 
bytes per second, VBI: several characters per sec- 
ond), 

(c) the data transmission conditions at the current 
point in time (for telephone system: effective trans- 
mission factor; for VBI: operating status of the tele- 



vision broadcasting system). 

The above attribute information can be updated 
when necessary, in accordance with any changes which 
may occur, such as a telephone system failure. 

When it is necessary to dispatch data to a user, the 
transmission selection means uses the above parame- 
ters in a predetermined equation to select an appropri- 
ate path to be used as the transmission path 18, or to 
select an appropriate combination of paths for respec- 
tive categories of data. In that way, the transmission 
paths can be dynamically selected in accordance with 
current conditions. 

In practice, when using a broadcast system (e.g. 
through VBI) for the data transmission, it is preferable 
to apply some form of error correction technique, since 
there is a strong possibility of information drop-out. For 
example, triplicate sequential transmission of the same 
data can be used for error correction, to obtain in- 
creased reliability. It is especially important to achieve 
reliable data transfer for the highest level of program da- 
ta, i.e., the framework data, since any errors contained 
in such data will have a long-term effect upon resultant 
reconstituted program data. However from considera- 
tions of communication costs, it may be decided that no 
particular error correction measures are necessary for 
the lowest -level variation data. For that purpose, a reli- 
ability information register is preferably provided'in the 
information providing apparatus, in the form of a table 
which defines the respective degrees of importance of 
the various data categories, together with a transmis- 
sion method selection section, in the form of a* table 
which specifies respective error correction counter- 
measures that are to be applied for the different program 
data categories (i.e., the framework data, and the vari- 
ous levels of variation data) in accordance with their re- 
spective degrees of importance. The reliability informa- 
tion register and the transmission method selection sec- 
tion can be configured within the data dispatching sec- 
tion 7. 

It should be noted that similar measures to improve 
reliability of data transmission, determined in accord- 
ance with the levels of importance of the data to be 
transmitted, could be applied in the case of using trans- 
mission paths other than via a broadcasting system, e. 
g., via a network such as the Internet, when there is a 
possibility of information drop-out during transmission. 

As will be apparent from the above description, the 
data dispatching section 7 (operating under the control 
of the control section 9) of the information provider ap- 
paratus 1 can be configured to transmit updating data 
to each information receiving apparatus 2 only at the 
time when such updating data actually becomes neces- 
sary, i.e., when a user inputs a request for program in- 
formation to an information receiving apparatus 2. Alter- 
natively, the data dispatching section 7 can be config- 
ured to initiate the dispatching of such updating data to 
the information receiving apparatuses on a regular basis 
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and also when unexpected changes occur in the pro- 
gram data, i.e., to transmit the updating data in response 
to updated current program data, which may be ac- 
quired at any arbitrary point in time. 

The regular dispatching of data could be done for 
example on a base schedule of sending to each infor- 
mation receiving apparatus a complete set of framework 
data and variation data once every six months, and 
sending updated variation data once per week. 

Alternatively, the control section 9 can be config- 
ured to control the data dispatching section 7 such that 
a single set of framework data and an initial set of vari- 
ation data are transmitted to each information receiving 
apparatus, with only updated variation data being sent 
thereafter. 

It would of course be possible to use any of various 
possible combinations of the above forms of control. 

As described above, the information receiving ap- 
paratus 2 includes an attribute information storage sec- 
lion 19 having stored therein attribute information relat- 
ing to the information receiving apparatus 2 itself, as well 
as user attribute information, and may also contain the 
aforementioned customized data, with at least one user 
of the information receiving apparatus being linked to a 
corresponding set of customized data as described 
above. A user can input an attribute data sending re- 
quest via the operating section 15, to transmit to the in- 
formation provider apparatus 1 the apparatus attribute 
information and/or the user attribute information, or such 
attribute information may be attached by the information 
receiving apparatus to the contents of a request for pro- 
gram data which are sent to the information providing 
apparatus, as described above. In such a case, the at- 
tribute data are read out from the attribute information 
storage section 19, transmitted, and then stored in the 
attribute information storage section 20 of the informa- 
tion provider apparatus 1 

In that way, various attribute information relating to 
each information receiving apparatus and to users of the 
information receiving apparatuses are stored at the in- 
formation provider apparatus 1 . As a result, when a re- 
quest for dispatch of information is received by the in- 
formation providing apparatus 1 from a user, program 
information can be dispatched which is modified (e.g., 
with respect to the degree o1 detail ol the information 
contents) in accordance with the attributes of that par- 
ticular user and the attributes of the user's information 
receiving apparatus. That is to say, the program infor- 
mation which is dispatched can be appropriately select- 
ed by the information providing apparatus 1 such as to 
be appropriately matched to the requirements of the re- 
ceiving user and/or to the configuration ol the informa- 
tion receiving apparatus of that user. More comprehen- 
sive and individualized services can thereby be provid- 
ed than has been possible in the prior art. In addition, 
customized information for respective users may also 
be utilized, as described above. 

In the above description, it has been assumed that 



the information to be provided consists of broadcast pro- 
gram information. However the present invention is not 
limited to providing such information, and could for ex- 
ample also be applied to the case of supplying catalog 
5 information for use in mail order shopping, or shopping 
performed via a communication network such as the In- 
ternet. In that case, marketing information relating to 
items which are sold for the entire duration of one year 
could be established as the framework data, while infor- 
10 mation concerning items for which the volume of sales 
varies in accordance with the season could be estab- 
lished as the variation data. If that is done, each data 
item of the current program data, and each data record 
that is stored as the framework data and variation data, 
is could consist of the name and code number of a sales 
item, in conjunction with information specifying one or 
more attributes of that sales item (such as price, color, 
etc.). Furthermore, within such variation data, a number 
of different levels of variation data could be generated, 
20 and respectively updated as required, for example data 
which are changed in accordance with the seasons, da- 
ta which are changed from month to month, and data 
which are changed from day to day. 

More specifically, in the case of such shopping data, 
25 the variation data and framework data contents might 
basically consist of the following: 
Framework data, sales item codes, photographs of 
sales items, general descriptions of items, price infor- 
mation. Variation data: colors which can be specified for 
30 a sales item, item attributes (e.g., size, etc.), information 
concerning bargain sales, information concerning spe- 
cial prices for certain items which are on sale, informa- 
tion specifying the periods for which bargain sales will 
be held. 

35 it should be noted that since large amounts of data 
are required to convey photographic information, it is es- 
pecially advantageous to provide such information in the 
form of framework data. 

The invention could moreover be valuable in the 
40 field of providing traffic information to automobiles. In 
that case, the variation data and framework data con- 
tents might basically consist of the following: 
Framework data: map information, place codes, place 
names. Variation data: sets of data relating to respective 
45 occurrences of road traffic congestion, e.g. with each 
set containing: {place code, information specifying the 
type of congestion (e.g., light, slow-moving, movement 
halted), current distance from the congestion position}. 
The invention could moreover be applied to provid- 
50 ing weather information. In that case, the variation data 
and framework data contents might basically consist of 
the following: 

Framework data: regional maps, icons representing 
conditions such as {fair weather} or {high pressure re- 
55 gion), place codes, place names. 

Variation data: sets of data, each consisting for example 
of {place name code, icon codes, attribute values (e.g. 
for temperature, etc.)}, and also position coordinate in- 
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formation for isobaric lines, and position coordinate in- 
formation for high-pressure regions, etc, for use in gen- 
erating a weather map. Other types of information to 
which the present invention could be applied include 
travel agency information, airline ticket reservation in- 
formation, information concerning various events and 
motion pictures, plays, etc. 

The invention could also be advantageously ap- 
plied to providing other types of information. With all 
such types of information, by using an information pro- 
viding system according to the present invention, the 
amount of data which must be transmitted when infor- 
mation is dispatched can be reduced by comparison 
with prior art types of system, and the communication 
time and expense required to transfer information can 
be thereby significantly reduced. It can thus be under- 
stood that the present invention provides significant ad- 
vantages in the general field of information providing. 



Claims 

1. An information providing method for use with an in- 
formation providing system having an information 
providing apparatus, at least one information re- 
ceiving apparatus, and means for transferring data 
between the information providing apparatus and 
information receiving apparatus, the method com- 
prising: 

at said information providing apparatus, sepa- 
rating original information which is to be provid- 
ed into first data and second data, storing the 
first data and second data as respectively sep- 
arate data categories, and subsequently read- 
ing out and transmitting the first data and sec- 
ond data to the information receiving apparatus 
with respectively different values of time inter- 
val between successive transmissions of said 
first data and between successive transmis- 
sions of said second data, and 
at said information receiving apparatus, receiv- 
ing the transmitted first data and second data 
and storing the received first data and second 
data respectively separately, and subsequently 
responding to a request for output of a part of 
said original information by reading out and 
combining respectively parts of said stored first 
data and second data, to reconstitute said part 
of the original information; 
whereby said first data are obtained from said 
original information as a part of said original in- 
formation which satisfies a selection condition 
that that an interval between successive updat- 
ing occurrences is longer than a predetermined 
duration, or that an amount of change which re- 
sults from updating of said information is less 
than a predetermined amount, 



and whereby said second data are obtained 
from said original information as a part of said 
original information which does not satisfy said 
selection condition. 

5 

2. An information providing method according to claim 

1 , whereby said original information is periodically 
acquired by said information providing apparatus as 
successive sets of updated original information, 

10 and whereby said first data are obtained by com- 
paring the contents of each of a plurality of pairs of 
said sets, to extract information that is common to 
all of said pairs of sets and which satisfies said se- 
lection condition. 

75 

3. An information providing method according to claim 

2, whereby after said first data and second data 
have been obtained and stored by said information 
providing apparatus, each subsequent one of said 

20 sets of updated original information is compared 
with said stored first data to obtain updating data as 
data which are contained in said updated original 
information and not in said first information provid- 
ing apparatus, and said updating data are stored at 

2S said said information providing apparatus as an up- 
dated part of said second data. 

4. An information providing method according to claim 
3 whereby said updating data, when obtained, are 

30 transmitted to said information receiving apparatus 
and are stored at the information receiving appara- 
tus as an updated part of said second data. 

5. An information providing method according to claim 
35 3 or 4. whereby said information providing appara- 
tus maintains a record of data which have been 
transmitted to said information receiving apparatus, 
whereby when a request for output of data is input 
to said information receiving apparatus, said re- 

40 quest is transmitted by said information receiving 
apparatus to said information providing apparatus, 
and whereby said information providing apparatus 
responds by judging said transmitted data records 
in relation to said request to determine if transfer of 

45 updating data to said information receiving appara- 
tus is necessary for enabling said information re- 
ceiving apparatus to reconstitute said requested 
data, and by transmitting such updating data lo said 
information receiving apparatus when that is found 

so necessary. 

6. An information providing system comprising an in- 
formation providing apparatus, at least one informa- 
tion receiving apparatus, and data transfer means 

ss for use in transmitting data between said informa- 

tion providing apparatus and information receiving 
apparatus, 

said information providing apparatus com- 
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prising 

original information storage means for receiv- 
ing and storing original information which is 
supplied from an external source and is period- 
ically updated, 

data editing means for operating on said stored 
original information to separate said original in- 
formation into first data and second data, 
data storage means for storing said first data 
and second data, and 

data transmitting means for transmitting data to 
said information receiving apparatus via said 
data transfer means, 

wherein said first data are obtained from said 
original information as a part of said original in- 
formation which satisfies a selection condition 
that an interval between successive updating 
occurrences is longer than a predetermined du- 
ration, or that an amount of change which re- 
sults from updating is less than a predeter- 
mined amount, 

and wherein said second data are obtained as 
a part of said original information for which said 
selection condition is not satisfied; 
and wherein said information receiving appara- 
tus comprises 

receiving means for receiving said first data and 
second data transmitted from said information 
providing apparatus, 

storage means for storing the received first data 
and second data, and 

data reconstitution means responsive to an ex- 
ternally supplied request for output of a part of 
said original information for reading out and 
combining respective parts of said stored first 
data and second data, to thereby reconstitute 
said part of the original information. 

7. An information providing system according to claim 
6, wherein said original information is periodically 
acquired by said information providing apparatus as 
successive sets of updated original information, 
and wherein said data editing means comprises 
means for comparing the contents of each of a plu- 
rality of pairs of successive ones of said sets, to ex- 
tract information which is common to all of said plu- 
rality and which satisfies said selection condition. 

8. An information providing system according to claim 
7 wnere j n said data editing means further compris- 
es means, functioning after said first data and sec- 
ond data have been obtained and stored, for com- 
paring each subsequent one of said sets of original 
information with said stored first data to thereby ob- 
tain updating data as data which are contained in 
said updated original information and not in said 
stored first data, and for storing said updating data 



in said data storage means of said information pro- 
viding apparatus as an updated part of said second 
data. 

9. An information providing system according to claim 
8 wherein said information providing apparatus fur- 
ther comprises means for transmitting said updat- 
ing data to said information receiving apparatus 
each time that said updating data are derived, and 
wherein said information receiving apparatus com- 
prises means for storing said updating data in said 
data storage means of said information receiving 
apparatus as an updated part of said second data. 

10. An information providing system according to claim 
6, 7, 8 or 9, wherein said information receiving ap- 
paratus means further comprises means for re- 
sponding to said request by transmitting said re- 
quest to said information providing apparatus via 
said data transfer means, and 

wherein said information providing apparatus 
further comprises 

data dispatch record means for storing dispatch 
record data indicative of an updating status of 
said first data and second data which are cur- 
rently stored at said information receiving ap- 
paratus, in relation to said first data and second 
data which are currently stored at said informa- 
tion providing apparatus, and 
means responsive to the contents of said re- 
quest transmitted from said information receiv- 
ing apparatus and to said dispatch record data 
for judging whether it necessary to transmit up- 
dated data to said information receiving appa- 
ratus in order to enable said information receiv- 
ing apparatus to correctly reconstitute said part 
of the original information, and il said updated 
data are judged to be necessary, reading out 
said updated data from said data storage 
means of the information receiving apparatus 
and transmitting said updated data to said in- 
formation receiving apparatus via said data 
transfer means, to be stored in said data stor- 
age means of said information receiving appa- 
ratus. 

11. An information providing system according to claim 
6, 7, 8, 9 or 10, wherein said second data are ob- 
tained from said original information as a plurality 
of levels of second data, said levels of second data 
having successively increasing smaller values of 
said interval between successive updating occur- 
rences, or exhibiting successively greater values of 
said amount of change as a result of updating. 

12. An information providing apparatus according to 
any one of claims 6 to 1 1 , wherein said data transfer 
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means comprises a plurality of respectively different 
data communication paths, and wherein said infor- 
mation providing apparatus comprises means for 
selecting, based upon whether said first data or sec- 
ond data is to be transmitted, one of said data com- 5 
munication paths to be utilized for transmitting data 
to said information receiving apparatus. 

13. An information providing system according to any 
one of claims 6 to 12, wherein said information re- 
ceiving apparatus further comprises means for in- 
putting apparatus attribute information relating to 
said information receiving apparatus, and means 
for transmitting said apparatus attribute information 
to said information providing apparatus; and 

wherein said information providing apparatus 
further comprises means for storing said apparatus 
attribute information which is transmitted from said 
information receiving apparatus. 

14. An information providing system according to claim 
13, wherein said information receiving apparatus 
comprises means for attaching said apparatus at- 
tribute information to a request for output of a part 
of the original information, for thereby transmitting 
said apparatus attribute information, together with 
said request, via said data transfer means to said 
information providing apparatus. 

15. An information providing system according to claim 
13 or 14, wherein said apparatus attribute informa- 
tion relates to one or more apparatus attributes, in- 
cluded in a set of apparatus attributes which include 
data storage capacity, image display resolution ca- 
pability, data processing performance, and types of 
secondary data storage media which can be con- 
nected for use with said information receiving ap- 
paratus. 

16. An information providing system according to claim 
13, 14 or 15, wherein said data transfer means com- 
prises a plurality of respectively different data com- 
munication paths, and wherein said information 
providing apparatus comprises means for select- 
ing, based upon said apparatus attribute informa- 
tion, one or a combination of said plurality of data 
communication paths for use in transmitting data to 
said information receiving apparatus. 

17. An information providing system according to any 
one of claims 6 to 16, wherein said information re- 
ceiving apparatus further comprises means for in- 
putting user attribute information relating to said in- 
formation receiving apparatus, and means for 
transmitting said user attribute information to said 
information providing apparatus; and 

wherein said information providing apparatus 
further comprises means for storing said user at- 



tribute information which is transmitted from said in- 
formation receiving apparatus. 

18. An information providing system according to claim 
17, wherein said information receiving apparatus 
comprises means for attaching said user attribute 
information to said request for output of a part of 
said original information, for thereby transmitting 
said user attribute information, together with said 
request, via said data transfer means to said infor- 
mation providing apparatus. 

19. An information providing system according to claim 
17 or 18, wherein said user attribute information re- 
lates to one or more user attributes, from a set which 
include the age of said user, the sex of said user, 
and the area of residence of said user 

20. An information providing system according to claim 
1 9, wherein said user attribute information compris- 
es customized user attribute data, expressing indi- 
vidual preferences of respective users with regard 
to providing of data by said information providing 
system. 

21 . An information providing system according to claim 
19 or 20, wherein said information providing appa- 
ratus further comprises means for selecting, based 
on said user attribute information, data which are 
read out from said data storage means of the infor- 
mation providing apparatus and transmitted to said 
information receiving apparatus. 

22. An information providing system according to claim 
1 9, 20 or 21 , wherein said information providing ap- 
paratus further comprises means for determining, 
based on said user attribute information, a frequen- 
cy of transmitting data from said information provid- 
ing apparatus to said information receiving appara- 
tus for updating the contents of said data storage 
means of said information receiving apparatus. 

23. An information providing system according to claim 
1 9, 20, 21 or 22, wherein said data transfer means 
comprises a plurality of respectively different data 
communication paths, and wherein said information 
providing apparatus comprises means for select- 
ing, based upon said user attribute information, one 
or a combination of said plurality of data communi- 
cation paths for use in transmitting data to said in- 
formation receiving apparatus. 

24. An information providing system according to claim 
23, wherein said information providing apparatus 
comprises means for storing attribute information 
relating to said data communication paths, and 
wherein said one or a combination of data commu- 
nication paths is selected based upon said user at- 
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tribute information and said data communication 
path attribute information in combination. 

25. An information providing system according to claim 
24, wherein said attribute information relating to the 
data communication paths is selected from a set of 
attribute information which includes data transfer 
speed and communication cost. 

26. An information providing system according to claim 
24 or 25, wherein said one or a combination of data 
communication paths is fixedly selected in accord- 
ance with at least said user attribute information and 
data communication path attribute information, in 
combination. 



27. An information providing system according to claim 
24 or 25, wherein said data communication path at- 
tribute information may be altered in accordance 
with current conditions of respective data commu- 
nication paths, and wherein said one or a combina- 
tion of data communication paths is dynamically se- 
lected, in accordance with at least said user at- 
tribute information and the current status of said da- 
ta communication path attribute information, in 
combination. 

28. An information providing system according to any 
one of claims 6 to 27, wherein said data editing 
means further comprises means functioning, when 
an updated set of said original information is re- 
ceived by said information providing apparatus, to 
compare said updated original information with said 
first data stored in said data storage means of said 
information providing apparatus for thereby deriv- 
ing any differences between said updated original 
information and stored first data as updating data, 
and for storing said updating data in said data stor- 
age means to thereby update said second data. 



recording discs, and physical transport of data 
stored on magnetic recording discs 

31 An information providing system according to any 
5 one of claims 6 to 30, wherein said original informa- 
tion is formed as a plurality of respectively identified 
data items, each data item including identifier data 
and data expressing at least one attribute, and 
wherein said data editing means extracts said first 
10 data from said original information by processing 
said original information during a predetermined in- 
itial processing period which extends over a plural- 
ity of successive updatings of said original informa- 
tion, to select respective data items for which at 
is least one attribute satisfies said selection condition 
during said initial processing period. 

32. An information providing system according to claim 
31 wherein said data editing means further compns- 
20 es means functioning, when a set of updated origi- 
nal information is received by said information pro- 
viding apparatus subsequent to said initial process- 
ing period, to judge each data item of said set in 
relation to the first data stored in said data storage 
25 means of the information providing apparatus to 
thereby detect any changed data for at least one 
attribute of any of said data items, and to store said 
changed attribute data in said data storage means 
to update said second data 
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29. An information providing system according to any 
one of claims 6 to 28, wherein said information pro- 
viding apparatus further comprises means for trans- 
mitting said updating data to said information re- 
ceiving apparatus via said data transfer means, to 
be stored in said data storage means of said infor- 
mation receiving apparatus to thereby update said 
second data which are held therein. 

30. An information providing system according to any 
one of claims 6 to 24, wherein said data transfer 
means is selected as one or a combination of a plu- 
rality of data transfer means which include a data 
communication path via a communication network 
based on dedicated communication lines or public 
telephone lines, a data communication path estab- 
lished via a terrestrial or satellite radio broadcasting 
system, physical transport of data stored on optical 
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33. An information providing system according to claim 
32, wherein said original information consists of 
program broadcast schedule information in which 
each of said data items identifies a specific program 
and conveys attribute information relating to a 
broadcast of said program, and wherein said data 
editing means further comprises means for storing 
said data items in said data storage means of the 
information providing apparatus as program data 
records expressing broadcast information for re- 
spective programs. 

34. An information providing system according to claim 
33, wherein said first data are derived in said initial 
processing period as respective ones of said pro- 
gram records, each specifying a name of a program 
and attribute information including at least a starting 
time point and a duration of a broadcast of said pro- 
gram. 

35. An information providing system according to claim 
34 wherein said data editing means further compris- 
es means whereby, subsequent to said initial 
processing period, when a set of updated original 
information is received by said information provid- 
ing apparatus, starting time point values for respec- 
tive programs contained in said updated original in- 
formation are compared with corresponding start- 
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ing time point values which have been stored as 
said first data, and any difference between an up- 
dated starting time point for a program and a corre- 
sponding previously stored starting time point value 
is expressed as a positive or negative time incre- s 
ment value and is stored as part of said second da- 
ta, in said data storage means of said information 
providing apparatus, as attribute information in con- 
junction with the name of said program in a program 
data record. 10 

36. An information providing system according to claim 
35 wherein said data editing means further compris- 
es means functioning subsequent to said initial 
processing period, when a set of updated original is 
information is received by said information provid- 
ing apparatus, to compare program names con- 
tained in said updated original information with pro- 
gram names contained in said first data which have 
been stored in said data storage means of the in- 20 
formation providing apparatus, to detect any new 
program name, and for storing each said new pro- 
gram name and all corresponding attribute informa- 
tion as a new program data record which is part of 
said second data, in said data storage means. 25 
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